Chapter b5

Ancient Sumer

Why do historians classify ancient
Sumer as a civilization?

5.1 Introduction

The rise of Sumerian city-states began around 3500 B.C.E. In
this chapter, you’'ll take a closer look at life in Sumer. Like an
archaeologist, you'll consider evidence to try to answer this
question about the distant past: Why do historians classify an-
cient Sumer as a civilization? A civilization is a society that has
developed arts and sciences and organization.

Until about 150 years ago, archaeologists had no idea that the
Sumerian people had lived at all. Then, in the mid-19th century,
archaeologists began finding artifacts in the area of the Fertile
Crescent that we call Mesopotamia. They uncovered tablets,
pottery, and the ruins of cities. They were surprised to find
writing in a language they had never seen before.

By studying artifacts, archaeologists have been able to learn
a lot about Sumer. One artifact is the Standard of Ur (uhr). It was

The Sumerian artifacts above
include a necklace of lapis lazuli

found where the ancient city of Ur once stood. You can see the and marble pearls, a limestone
figure of a cow, and a stone bowl

standard on the opposite page. It is made of wood and decorated
with pieces of shell and lapis lazuli, a semiprecious blue stone. with a bull carved in relief.
The standard shows the Sumerians in times of peace and war.
Artifacts like this one can tell us a great deal about daily life in
ancient Sumer.
We now know that the Sumerians had a complex society.
Some of the things they invented, like the plow and writing, are
still in use today. But which characteristics of Sumer society
cause historians to classify it as a civilization? Let’s take a closer

look at ancient Sumer.

4 The Standard of Ur depicts scenes of war and peace in ancient Sumer.




civilization a society marked
by developed arts, sciences,
government, and social
structure

social structure the way a
civilization is organized

technology the use of
tools and other inventions
for practical purposes

Which characteristics of a
civilization do these artifacts
represent?
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5.2 Characteristics of Civilization
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5.3 Stable Food Supply
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a stahle food supplv. One of these inventions was their complex

irrigation svstems. The Sumenans built networks of cana
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Jdams, and reservairs to provide their crops with a regular supply
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Their secand invention was the plow. A plow is a toal used for
tilling, or turning. the soil to prepare it for planting. Before the
plow was invented. farmers used animal horns or pointed sticks
10 poke hales in the earth. Then they would plant seeds in the
hales, This was a very dow way to farm. Farmers needed a faster
way to prepare the land for planting.

The Sumerians made the first plow out of wood. One end
of the plow was bent for cutting into the ground to turn the
s0il. Farmers themselves pushed and pulled the plow along the
ground, or they used animals such as axen to pull it.
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5.4 Social Structure

Civilizations have a compley organization, or social structure. A

socialstructure includes ditferent jobs and social levels. People at
higher evels have greater status than others,

Archacologists have tound evidence that several classes of
people lived in Sunier, At the top level were priests, landowners,
and government oflicials, Mhese people had the largest and most
luxurious homes, near the center of the city. Their houses were
two stories high, Evidence suggests that these mud houses had
whitewashed walls,

At the middle Tevel were merchants and artisans, Among
the artisans were skilled metalworkers, ‘They worked with such
metals as gold, silver, tin, lead, copper, and bronze. Out of these
naterials, they made swords and arrowheads for the army. They
made tools, like plows and hoes, for Grmers, They also made
luxury items, such as mirrors and jewelry, for the upper class.

The middle class also included farmers and fishers. They lived
i small, mud-brick houses at the edge of the city. Farmers often
worked to build or repair the irrigation systems. In times of war,
they were forced to serve in the army, '

Al the bottom level of the social structure were slaves. They
lived in their owners’ homes and had no property of their own.




ed

"1

i,

9.5 Government
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5.6 Haligion
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5.8 Technology
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Itwould be hard to discover a more povierful invention thar
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Anuther technological advance was the arch, Sumerian arches
were inverted (upside-down) U- or V-shaped structures buily
above doorways, o build arches, the Sumerians stacked bricks,

made of clay and straw, 16 rise from the walls in steps until they
met in the center,
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